Music 230, Spectral Music


Analysis No. 3: Form in Atmosphères
“The formal characteristics of Atmosphères operate on two levels, interval structure and audible form. The internal structure does not come through, you cannot actually hear it.  … In Atmosphères, to take an extreme example, the tone-colors were the musical elements pre-eminent in determining the form. Atmosphères was to a large extent gray; it was colorful in the sense of tone-color, but harmonically gray.” György Ligeti, Ligeti in Conversation with Péter Várnai, Josef Häusler, Claude Samuel and Himself (London: Eulenburg, 1983), 43, 94.
The Sections

Atmosphéres is in twenty-two sections, each devoted to a special textural function and marked with a rehearsal number and a duration in seconds.

Section 1

Sustained pp chromatic cluster over nearly five octaves in the 56 strings, flutes, clarinets, bassoons and horns. Between the fourth and sixth bars of this slow 8-bar unit the bassoons and flutes are eliminated (pitches D ,F, G, A ,C, E)







[48"]
Section 2 (field A)

Chromatic cluster in violas and cellos spanning an octave and a half







[29"/1'17"]
Section 3 (field B)

A four and a half octave cluster in full orchestra envelops previous string cluster, which is incorporated into this new texture. Modulations of this texture begin by using dynamic changes to project or suppress various note groups within the cluster.







[55"/2'12"]
Section 4 (field C)

Two and a half octave cluster in cellos, violas and violins only. Modulation of the cluster occurs through applications of micropolyphony. Upper winds added as pace of the micropolyphony quickens. Strings change timbre from sul tasto to sul ponticello.






[37"/2'49"]
Section 5 (Field D)

The first non-chromatic cluster of the work: a ten-note cluster spanning an octave and a half, but not a complete chromatic span from lowest to highest note. Instead, a m3 dyad establishes the bass with a full chromatic cluster beginning a m6 higher. This cluster fills the inversional partner of the bass dyad, spanning the M6 from B–G#. An unusual orchestration of exclusively contrabass and cello harmonics.







[6"/2'55"]
Section 6 (field E)

The first section the expansion of the cluster using micropolyphonic writing. This extends some individual voices over a range of two and a half octaves, while others move over a range of only about an octave.







[23"/3'18"]

Section 7 (field F)

Violins, trumpets and upper woodwinds gradually move the cluster from just over an octave to a four-note chromatic cluster in the four piccolos. Heavy reliance on micropolyphony to effect upward movement of cluster ending in the smallest cluster of the work so far.







[33"/3'51"]

Section 8 (field G)

Slight expansion of the cluster to a diminished fifth, but the largest registral shift of the work so far, nearly seven octaves, from the preceding section.







[14"/4'05"]
Section 9 (field H)

Compression from five and a half octave cluster to a M10th. Densely chromatic passages of micropolyphony in contrary motion effect a compression of the texture. Strings only.







[21"/4'26"]
Section 10 (field I)

Extension of compression down to a m3 cluster (allusion to section 7?), adding ascending contrabasses.







[18"/4'44"]
Section 11 (field J)

Flutes, clarinets and horn modulate this m3 cluster with dense micropolyphony.







[5"/4'49"]
Section 12 (field K)

Further compression of the cluster, held this time by two flutes and one horn. Colored by interjections of other instruments on the same notes.







[8"/4'57"]
Section 13 (field L)

The slight expansion and ascent of the cluster ending in a m3rd (C–Eb) cluster (reference to 5?) in horns, bassoons, clarinets and flutes.







[10"/5'07"]

Section 14 (field M)

Diminished fifth (reference to 8?) filled in with clusters of m3rds (reference to 7?) ascending from both F# and C. Gradually expanding downward to build a cluster over a range of a +7 in brass, Vl.II, Vla and Cellos.







[26"/5'33"]
Section 15 (field N)

Same interval expanded to over four octaves in low brass and all string harmonics. Slight ascent while eliminating brass and woodwind.







[43"/6'16"]
Section 16 (field O)

Four octave string cluster compresses to a cluster of four notes spaced in tones, held in cello harmonics.







[16"/6'32"]
Section 17 (field P)

Six-note chromatic cluster enlivened by woodwind unpitched noise in micropolyphony.







[9"/6'47"]
Section 18 (field Q)

Chromatic cluster spanning one octave and a half partitioned into four subsets (m6/P4/m6/M6). Modulated by layering of fragmented rhythmic iterations, while using broad selection of timbral changes in strings (sul tasto, ord., col legno, sul ponticello)







[12"/6'53"]
Section 19 (field R)

Partitioning of chromatic a one octave chromatic cluster into 4 subsets (m3/P4/m3/m3). A minor 3rd cluster in flute harmonics (inverted, expanded reference to 5?); the same technique of fragmented rhythmic iterations as used in 18.







[4"/6'57"]
Section 20 (field S)

Flute harmonics ascending a tone at a fixed interval (m3).







[7"/7'04"]
Section 21 (field T)

Three-octave spread of natural harmonics from middle C. Later low brass introduced one and a half octaves lower. Enlivened by brushed strings in the  bass region of the piano.







[71"/8'15"]
Section 22

Silence. Inversion of section 1.







[19"/8'34"]

Write several paragraphs—submitted separately from this reference sheet—that sum up your interpretation of the larger formal arc in Atmosphères.  Which elements do you hear as truly form-defining, and what role to they play?
